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We have pointed out in previous papers that a reasonable 
approach to our problem involves a somewhat radical adjustment 
in the matter of presuppositions and general conception of thought- 
method. Traditional discussions have preserved a sort of unity 
by overlooking the ambiguity of certain terms involved; or, more 
exactly said, they have rested in the unity of language, instead of 
making a critical examination of the conceptions behind the lan- 
guage. A false simplicity is introduced into the problem when 
the surface generalizations or abstract universals of speech are 
allowed to take the place of analysis of the concrete facts of life. 
Words, like all symbols, depend for their potency upon our ability 
to interpret the thing symbolized. A species of literalism always 
threatens to make exegesis the exegesis of words rather than of 
meaning. 

In coming now to closer quarters with the discussion, two 
preliminary considerations challenge our attention, since they 
constitute the ground of a good deal of the confusion which sur- 
rounds the subject. First: What makes this or any other doctrine 
Christian? What differentiates a Christian doctrine from any 
other? Second: If the subject of a future life is not a matter to 
be deduced and established by intellectual methods nor yet to be 
turned over to natural science, how shall we so handle this alleged 
reality as to justify its position among our instinctive and reasoned 
belief s ? These matters are both presuppositions to be determined 
before an unambiguous account of doctrine can be offered. 

i. The first question concerns itself with the relationship of 
Christian doctrine to Christ. In asking for the Christian doctrine 
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of a future life, we imply some standard or method of verification 
which refers us to Christ. What is the nature of this implied 
reference to Christ? What is the "Christian" standard of doc- 
trine ? The question is the more importunate since we have 
insisted that a Christian doctrine is a developing fact, and not a 
constant quantity. If we cannot quote Jesus' words as outlining 
a final form of doctrine, and if we cannot regard the spiritual 
truth which he revealed as items of divine — and therefore unchange- 
able — truth, then what is the mark of a Christian doctrine; or 
what constitutes a conception of truth as "Christian," as distin- 
guished from the non-Christian or un-Christian ? That this phase 
of the problem has been and still is a divisive factor among inter- 
preters is evidenced by the efforts that are made to standardize 
the doctrine either by reference to the Bible, to the church, or to 
Jesus' words. If we set aside all these external standards, what 
is the reasonable mark of a "Christian" standard of belief? 

That Jesus is the highest revelation of God, the highest and 
most convincing evidence of the truth of God's love and of all 
spiritual verity, is beyond question for the Christian interpreter 
of the world. To make this fact identical with a metaphysical 
view of Christ's person and then to proceed on the assumption 
that we have some perfect body of doctrine or some infallible 
source of doctrine, is to do violence to the conception of knowledge 
which holds men's confidence today. The older Christologies and 
the older conceptions of the divinity of Christ were wrapped up 
with a realistic, metaphysical conception of Christ in which "divin- 
ity" and "humanity" showed a definite cleavage in the one person. 1 
Christological doctrines undertook to outline this frontier district. 
With such a realistic distinction between "divinity" and "human- 
ity," the burden of the problem of knowledge was to find out that 
which in Jesus' life and words was divine. It was parallel to the 
historic search in the Roman Catholic church for the ex-cathedra 
utterances of the pope. The distinction ends always in a confusion 

1 This distinction has been, of course, but an aspect of a world-view that could 
think all reality in terms of a "natural" and a "supernatural" order, only one of 
which expressed either the "grace" or the presence of God. This distinction is yet 
implicit in most orthodox theology. 
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of the conception of knowledge itself, if not in the confounding of 
the moral perceptions. 

On the other hand, the modern "Christian" doctrine of a 
future life has no such absolute, guaranteed source of doctrine. 
We do not believe that we can isolate the quantity "divinity" in 
Jesus' personality and operate with this fact as our authoritative 
norm of truth. Modern exegetes are not searching the conscious- 
ness of Jesus to discover his ex-cathedra utterances. Rather, 
we must be true to our best conceptions of knowledge and our 
best conceptions of personality, just as the early theologians were. 2 
This still leaves us facing the man Christ Jesus, historically the 
greatest stimulator and creator of belief in immortality, and the 
supreme purifier and vitalizer of that faith as a factor in spiritual 
living. 

We have no interest in the christological problem here except 
to insist that no dogma about Christ will be convincing to our 
generation unless it is faithful to our best psychological and epis- 
temological convictions. Jesus revealed God and spoke with 
authority for God. The fact is one of religious experience and 
history: the mode of conceiving the fact is a matter of critical 
scientific inquiry. The divine purpose and meaning and love 
are made clear to anyone who rules his life in complete fidelity 
to Jesus' spirit. The divine revelation, the divine guidance, the 
divine love will always be confident facts to the one who "follows" 
Jesus whithersoever he goeth. But the whole matter must be 
thought in terms of a spiritual insight and a spiritual response 
which a realistic philosophy cannot adequately construe. The 
problem of modern Christologies is to restate in spiritual terms the 
spiritual facts about Jesus which have never been seriously ques- 
tioned, which have powerfully influenced the world's life, and which 
give every evidence of their permanent worth and authority for 
life. How God could express himself authoritatively through a 
human life is a problem with many mysteries. But the terms 
of the problem thus stated bring reality into our thinking, if they 

2 It cannot too often be pointed out that the earlier thinkers, just as the later 
thinkers must do, got their high sense of divine revelation and their keen insight 
into spiritual truth by being faithful to the best thought-forms of their age. 
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do not solve all mysteries. It leaves us to believe that the mystery 
of spiritual relationships exemplified in Jesus — whether it touches 
problems of inner experience or of knowledge — is commensurate 
with our human relationships. The truth as it is in Christ Jesus 
is our familiar truth come to its most radiant growth and expres- 
sion in the supreme human person. The relation of the divine 
and the human in Jesus is really no more a soluble problem in the 
case of Jesus' person than in the case of any other person to one 
who holds that in the divine we all live and move and have our 
being. 

Leaving out then all arbitrary constants alleged as unique 
"Christian" contributions to the problem of a future life, our 
inquiry reduces to such forms as the following: "What was Jesus' 
attitude toward a future life?" "What may be reasonably 
inferred as implicit in his words, and especially in his lif e ?" " What 
does our best spiritual living and our best spiritual thinking yield 
under the inspiration and guidance of the impulses that come from 
Christ?" In short, "the Christian doctrine of a future life" is 
in the end the doctrine which best expresses the insight and con- 
victions of those men and women whose lives have been shaped 
by the historical forms of Christian faith and teaching. For 
when we cease to think of the doctrine as a piece of information 
or a constant fact, we pass on through the forms of inquiry cited 
above and find the best Christian form of faith to be that which 
is produced by the spirit of Christ working faithfully in historic 
men and women conditioned by the rational and spiritual atmos- 
phere of their times. The best Christian consciousness is the best 
expression of the spirit of Christ that we know. Therefore we 
cannot appeal from this consciousness without appealing from the 
spirit of Christ to some arbitrary standard. That consciousness 
which has been produced by the leadership of Jesus — have we a 
more authoritative ultimate of spiritual guidance for either faith 
or practice ? 

We cannot answer our question, then, without the gospel facts 
of Jesus Christ and his teaching. Neither can we answer it with- 
out regard to the processes of history by which the life and con- 
victions of the Christian church have been shaped. For through 
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these, too, we know Christ. Much less can we solve it without 
faithful regard to the forms which the spirit of Christ must take 
when it is dealing with the best thinking and willing and doing of 
our own day. What should a Christian believe about a future 
life ? He may believe what such a spirit as Jesus would believe, 
living under the conditions of today's life and taught by the spirit 
of Christ incarnated in the whole history of the church. 3 

Jesus himself would doubtless have characterized as Chris- 
tian that which expresses in thought or life or act the growth of 
the spirit with which he leavened life, and which should take the 
varying historical forms of human life in the whole world. He 
regarded his spirit and work as "seed" to bring forth fruit, as 
"leaven" with transforming power. A Christian doctrine will be 
that account of spiritual reality which best expresses the spirit 
and ideal of Jesus when reacted upon by the rational climate and 
soil of a given age. Our doctrine is related to Christ's life and 
teaching as fruit is related to seed. The best life of today expresses 
the influence of that leavening, life-creating Spirit. Exalting that 
Spirit and speaking out of the best knowledge of today, what do 
we believe about the future life ? And why ? 

To be sure this is to give up all final and arbitrary measurements 
of a Christian doctrine of a future life. But it seems to us to 
offer a reasonable unity in place of the traditional insistence upon 
uniformity of doctrine. 

2. Our other preliminary question has to do with the nature of 
the reality affirmed as "future life." Life is such a general term 
that it offers innumerable lurking-places for ambiguities and con- 
tradictions and confusions. Generically speaking, every form of 
existence is a form of life. But no Christian doctrine of a future 
life teaches the prolonging of all the forms of life that we know. 
Then, for what form of life or reality does the Christian affirm 
immortality? If we make the familiar answer that "the spirit 
is immortal," we run the risk of losing our audience or of putting 
them to sleep. For "spirit" is very often thought of as a modern 
equivalent for "non-being" or for some featureless, characterless 
attenuated existence that nobody cares about. 

3 This is the truth which traditional doctrine has cherished as "the holy Spirit 
working in the church." 
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To make the matter appear in a more concrete and reasonable 
light as well as a more interesting light, we offer a comment on 
the variety of things which we classify as "real" and the variety 
of tests which we make of "reality." 

For example, the reality of the material world is not ques- 
tioned by sane people. To be sure, speculative motives have 
led certain people to declare that the material is non-existent. 
But practically and actually all sane people take into account the 
material world and its laws. It is real to them. And the ground 
or basis of this acceptance of the material as real is in what we 
call experience. In the mystery of personal experience our lives 
grasp the reality of the material world as a form of existence with 
which we must reckon. We do not make it, but find it. We 
cannot banish it nor annihilate it; neither can we go back of the 
mysterious fact of experience to establish its reality. Its reality 
consists in the fact that normal experience presents it to us and 
we cannot exorcise it from experience. We accept the report of 
experience. 

It is easy to overlook this fact that the reality of matter for 
us is dependent upon the reality of experience, and that the validity 
of our tests of material reality point directly back to that prior 
reality — the experience of our own consciousness. Naive thinking 
and shallow thinking may come to regard the material world as 
existing in its own right. But a reasonable analysis of our grasp 
of the material shows that our human form of experience is the 
condition of affirming even a concrete material world. Thus 
experience is an absolute condition of knowledge. Our chief 
motive in this epistemological analysis is to show that experience, 
our own forms of consciousness, are back of all the realities we 
affirm, and all realities come back to experience to be tested. 
Should anyone challenge this reality, we could only lead him to 
the experience. Moreover, in the concrete work of the scientist, 
and in all practical work with the material world, the approach 
is from the standpoint of the world as experienced. The scientific 
man accepts the world as experienced, and this constitutes reality 
for him. The real world is the empirical world. There is no 
attempt to construct or prove any form of reality. It would 
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reverse the whole familiar process of science to demand some 
independent "proof" of the reality of the alleged facts before 
dealing with them. But the facts of experience are the solid 
grounds of his confidence. Thus throughout the material world 
as men deal with it. They are hampered by no questionings as 
to its reality and no necessity of looking behind the facts of 
experience to find a more solid basis. 

But experience is a very complex matter, and leads us to affirm 
a variety of kinds of reality. At the risk of being tedious we may 
point out that the thinker dealing with the world of ideas affirms 
the reality and validity of his thought-world solely on the basis of 
experience. In a fundamental sense he does precisely as he does 
when he deals with the material world: in each case experience 
presents this form of reality, and he deals with it because he must. 
He does not make this form of experience, but as it arises and 
presents him with this form of consciousness he accepts it and 
trusts it. He finds himself living in a thought-world, and with no 
ability to prove its reality he trusts it as a real and valid form of 
experience. And in being faithful to experience — in acting as 
though things and thoughts were real — he establishes the reality 
of both and verifies his beliefs. The alternative is absolute skep- 
ticism; and absolute skepticism is essentially unreason or insanity. 

In the mystery of personal consciousness a man has experiences 
of personal relationships, moral experiences, experiences of contact 
with unseen forces, and above all the experience of achieving or 
forfeiting character in a dramatic dealing with the world which 
conditions him. Some of the facts are visible, many are invisible 
and unpicturable, but his reaction over against the sum of them 
constitutes a real world of experience and ultimates in the estab- 
lishing or deterioration of what we call character. And character 
itself may become the most real and vital fact for him, owing to the 
emphasis which he puts upon that particular sort of experience. 
This aspect of experience is commonly called spiritual. 

Now this brief analysis is offered to suggest two or three impor- 
tant things. First, all reality must find its justification in the 
forms of experience which we cannot renounce and back of which 
we cannot go. Second, our conceptions of reality may be as 
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manifold and varied as our complex experience itself. No one 
form of experience has a monopoly in guiding us to reality. Inci- 
dentally, we note that material reality is no more entitled by the 
analysis to be given superior standing than any other. Third, 
experience being the ground and beginning of our apprehension 
of reality, the method of dealing with reality in any realm should be 
that which is faithful to our best forms of experience. Our tests and 
verifications must be appropriate to the facts involved. Nothing 
will discredit our account of reality if it is faithful to persistent and 
universal facts of human experience. For these are the ultimates 
of our human knowledge of the world. 

Now by common consent the race grades its experiences, and 
sets aside some as higher and better in the scale of value. These 
higher experiences are conditioned upon the response of our own 
voluntary activities, the assent of our wills. The moral element 
as the highest expression of our intelligence runs through it all 
and gives it a distinctive quality which sets it apart in the scale 
of worth. These higher human experiences where personality deals 
with personality in terms of intimate and refined relationships 
which we term social and moral constitute the reality of the so- 
called spiritual. The spiritual world is the common world of 
spiritual experience where men and women enter into ethical 
relationships, acknowledge moral obligations, feel the glow of the 
moral passion, are controlled by moral laws, enact the moral drama 
of personal existence, and strive for the achievements of personal 
life. But while the marks of the spiritual clearly distinguish it 
from the material world and even from the world of ideas, it is to 
be noted that the reality and validity of the spiritual, no less than 
that of the material, is grounded in personal experience. 

This long excursus may be justified by the fact that the Chris- 
tian doctrine of a future life has solely to do with spiritual reality; 
and this reality has sometimes been questioned or at least depre- 
ciated. Material considerations and intellectual considerations 
have been introduced with the benevolent aim of giving it stronger 
standing. But until one sees the really spiritual center of the 
problem the arguments adduced from natural and logical sources 
are likely to defeat their aim. Even psychological experimentation 
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and the best insight of practical philosophy, though important in 
criticizing and shaping the form of our beliefs, are yet subordinate 
to the original insight which spiritual experience establishes. 

3. The supreme interest of Jesus was with the spiritual world — 
the world of reality constituted of the higher personal relationships 
and values of life — where righteousness and character and love are 
the supreme ideals. His comprehensive ideal was a kingdom of 
Heaven where a living God enters into the relationship of Father 
to his children, and where all men and women respond as loving 
children and thus as affectionate brethren. Justice and gentle- 
ness and peace and good-will and goodness and blessedness were 
native aspects of this spiritual kingdom. He himself lived in terms 
of these things. They were his meat and drink. He called men 
to a like spiritual experience. For the experience of these things 
made spiritual things his great reality. He did not argue or 
summon logic to establish the reality of the spiritual. But always 
he assumed the power of the spiritual to compel assent to its 
reality if men would "enter into life" — enter into the experience 
of those higher realities. From the vantage-point of the experience 
itself, argument becomes weak, and the other realities sink into 
the background, unworthy of our best efforts. On the other hand, 
a man lost in this world's goods — the lower forms of reality — was 
spiritually lost, since no argument could awaken him except the 
appeal of the spiritual to his experience. To be dead in sin was to 
be insensible to the appeal of the spiritual. It was because Jesus 
saw the world and life from the standpoint of the highest realities 
and accepted with unquestioning confidence the truth which his 
experience yielded that he has become our spiritual master and 
teacher. Because Jesus, supremely, brings the spiritual to the 
consciousness of men with compelling reality, he is the Savior of 
mankind. He speaks as one having authority. And the doctrine 
of immortality to which he gave such strong emphasis grows always 
out of the best experiences of the race. Its evidence and its 
essence alike grow out of spiritual reality. It is a spiritual fact 
to be spiritually discerned. 

The Christian doctrine of a future life, then, is not touched 
by materialistic considerations. The practical materialist will see 
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nothing in it — just as he sees nothing in Him who brought immor- 
tality to light. Neither can intellectualism add to the strength 
of a vital faith, nor understand the vital argument of spiritual 
belief. The empirical element which alone brings reality into our 
explanations is wanting. "The natural man receiveth not the 
things of the spirit of God; for they are foolishness unto him; 
neither can he know them, because they are spiritually discerned." 4 
When the apostle added, "He that is spiritual judgeth all things, 
yet he himself is judged of no man," may it not be that he thus 
expressed the access to reality which a spiritual experience brings, 
and the validity of the spiritual judgment founded upon an experi- 
ence as valid as that of the "natural man" pronouncing upon 
"natural" matters? 

One more consideration should be touched upon here. Reli- 
gion moves chiefly in the realm of the spiritual. Jesus not only 
spoke with the confidence of one who spoke out of an intimate 
experience of spiritual reality, but he professed to speak for God. 
The guidance and control he acknowledged to be nothing less than 
divine guidance. The ideal for which he worked was the divine 
ideal. 5 He was "one with the Father" in the whole spirit and 
endeavor of his life, and he taught that this union with the divine 
is a characteristic of all who are spiritually "alive." 

True religion is at home only in that form of experience which 
we have described as spiritual. The reality to which spiritual 
experience gives us access includes the great spiritual Fact, the 
Living God. " God is spirit, " taught Jesus. This means not that 
he is unreal. But it means that his reality consists in the highest 
that we know and not the lowest, and that we can know him only 
in terms of our highest reality — spiritual experience. The highest 
moral law and the highest divine law we know as one. The two 
great commandments are reciprocal aspects of the one fact, spiritual 
experience. 

We are chiefly concerned here to note that under the guidance 
of the supreme spiritual person we inevitably receive the highest 

* I Cor. 2 : 14. 

5 E.g., "I do the works of my Father," "The words that I speak I speak not of 
myself, but my Father/' etc. 
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revelation of God. The utterance of the supreme spiritual expe- 
rience in touch with the highest form of reality has the sanction of 
the divine — it is indeed the voice of the divine speaking with the 
highest authority we can know. 

In studying the Christian doctrine of a future life, then, we 
come to the record of Jesus, believing that he supremely among 
men spoke out of contact with spiritual reality, and thus gave us 
our supreme revelation of divine truth. But since this spiritual 
vision is not a tableau nor a magical, once-given glimpse, but a 
living experience to be ever repeated, we must apprehend it by 
achieving Jesus' contact with spiritual reality. And since it is a 
personal and elastic experience, we seek for no rule or pattern in 
Jesus, but for the inspiration of his spirit. This must be known, 
not only through the Bible record, but in the history of the church, 
in which that spirit has lived among the variable forms of develop- 
ing society. We must heed the admonition to "search the Scrip- 
tures, for in them ye think ye have eternal life; and they are they 
which testify of me." 6 But reverently believing that the same 
spirit has animated the best life and the best men of the historic 
church of Christ, we interpret the Scriptures in the light of the 
later history. For we do not regard Jesus as a superhuman prodigy, 
nor as an infallible oracle. He is moral personality at its best, 
bringing to us the glory of God and the revelation of God, thus 
disclosing the presence of God in our human life. To grasp this 
viewpoint is to gain a right angle of vision for regarding the Chris- 
tian doctrine of a future life. 

'John 5:39. 



